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CLARINGTON AND 
GANARASKA REGION 
Trees for rural roads

By Alexa Tanner
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THE SCIENCE

The benefits of trees and shrubs are wide-reaching, yet they are threatened by urban 
development, age, and disease. Regional tree planting creates an interconnected 
network of trees that maximizes the benefits of the trees and enhances resilience 
to threats upon the network. By using the preexisting road network and private 
property, the Trees for Rural Roads program creates a visible and widespread 
network of greenspace that helps preserve the local history and cultural values, 
provides environmental benefits like tree canopy cover and wildlife habitat, and can 
reduce hazard risks in the form of nature-based solutions.  

The nature-based solutions that Trees for Rural Roads provide include acting as 
wind and snow breaks, slowing the infiltration of precipitation to reduce flood risk, 
improving soil health and stability, and provides shading near roads. Through this 
program, the rural areas of the Ganaraska Region Conservation Authority (Ontario) 
benefit from the region’s historic ties to tree conservation while also strengthening 
the natural systems on private lands for societal benefits. 

THE TRIGGER

In 1871, Ontario Legislature passed an act for municipalities to pay landowners for 
planting trees on private land along roadways. This created a longstanding cultural 
tie to the rural tree-lined roadways found in the Regional Municipality of Durham, 
and in particular in the Municipality of Clarington. To maintain the rural landscape 
and treelined roadways amid rapid urban development, the Trees for Rural Roads 
program was launched in 2012 through the local Agriculture Advisory Council. A key 
trigger for the program was the agricultural community noticed that the region was 
losing trees due to aging and ill health (many of the preexisting trees were Maples 
planted nearly 100 years ago) and from development that was actively removing the 
preexisting tree stands. 

The program has since expanded across the region and similar programs have been 
launched in the rural areas around Durham Region, including the Municipality of 
Port Hope and Township of Hamilton in partnership with the Central Lake Ontario 
Conservation Authority and Ganaraska Region Conservation Authority. This area 
has some of Ontario’s highest development rates, with rural areas consistently being 
developed.

THE APPROACH

The Trees for Rural Roads program is run in partnership between the Municipality 
of Clarington, Ganaraska Region Conservation Authority and Central Lake Ontario 
Conservation Authority. Interested residents can find the program guidelines and the 
application guide online. The main requirements are: 

1) that the landowner is located in a rural portion of the municipality,  

2) the requested trees are planted adjacent to the roadway on private property, 
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3) trees are planted with an offset of 25 feet from all powerlines and other  
obstructions (shrubs may be requested instead if offset is not possible), and 

4) trees are to be planted in a single row along the roadway, and spaced per tree 
species needs (every 20 - 40 feet). 
 
The small collaborative program allows for the municipality, conservation authority, 
and the public to work together to achieve the goal of preserving and growing 
the tree canopy along rural roads. The program is set up where the conservation 
authorities run the day-to-day administration, including reviewing applications, while 
the participating municipalities provide program communication, community outreach, 
and financial support. Tree and shrub recommendations are made based on length of 
planting area, soil conditions, and sun exposure. Applicants can request tree species 
from a list of eight native options that support the long-term health of the ecosystem 
and the services they provide.  
.
THE OUTCOME

The program has successfully run for 13 years in Clarington and the scope has 
expanded to neighbouring communities within the Ganaraska Region Conservation 
Authority. To date, Clarington has planted more than 8,800 trees and shrubs and 
the project’s impact is visible from the roadways across the region. Unlike previous 

Figure 14: The program allows for the municipality, conservation authority, and the public to 
work together to achieve the goal of preserving and growing the tree canopy along rural 
roads  (Source: Alexa Tanner)
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planting techniques that favoured a small number of species for uniformity, the Trees 
for Rural Roads program has a range of native trees and shrubs available to support a 
diverse tree canopy for long-term ecosystem health. 

The program in its current form does not have the capacity to measure all the 
benefits derived from planting trees along the rural roads; however, employees at 
the Conservation Authority is aware of many benefits that a healthy tree network 
provides. These benefits range from helping with limiting blowing snow, providing 
windbreaks, preventing erosion, and improving soil health. The most visible outcome 
of the project is seeing trees of various ages planted to program specifications along 
the rural roads within the Municipality of Clarington. 

Future plans of the program include the potential of expanding into less rural regions 
to expand the network of green space and accompanying benefits.  

A WORD FROM GANARASKA AND CLARINGTON

Pam Lancaster (Ganaraska Region Conservation Authority) and Sylvia Jennings 
(Municipality of Clarington) both highlight how the Trees for Rural Roads program 
is small, but the impact is visible across the municipality. The rather simple program 
is able to engage with residents wanting to preserve the region’s historic ties to 
conservation and the cultural values associated with preserving the rural landscape. 
Because of the scale and scope of the project, it is something that rural communities 
across Canada can feasibly undertake and make a difference in factors like improving 
soil health, reducing erosion, and influencing flood risks. With appropriate guidance, 
the trees planted can be used as wind and snow breaks in an otherwise open 
landscape. As Pam Lancaster stated, “it is a program with as few barriers to entry as 
possible for reforestation with guidelines in place to direct the trees where we want 
them to be”. For communities getting started, it is a great one to start with as it is 
very easy and could be set up with volunteers. The program is flexible and could be 
tailored to the needs and interests of the community. For example, in Clarington, the 
interest has shifted over time from primarily supporting the agricultural community to 
a program that incorporates areas under development in an effort to add back green 
space that had been removed.  




